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 Abstract 
This paper adds to debates on the double-edged and contested nature of 
nationalism and its relationships with migration and diaspora. It does this 
by focusing on the notion of purity and highlights the ways in which 
national identities can be based on homogenising constructions of the 
nation. In an age where the nation-state system and migration are both 
important and in which there are recurring politicised uses of nationalism 
in potentially extreme ways, the paper discusses how nationalism can be 
problematic. It calls for contextualised and grounded research on the 
everyday meanings of nationalism in order to emphasise the messy and 
often ambivalent nature of national identities. In this way, it argues that 
there is potential for ‘rescuing nationalism’ as a more inclusive, diverse 
notion. 
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Introduction 
National identity is a much debated and contested notion and one that is 
being re-thought and deconstructed to make it relevant to contemporary 
societies. Despite disagreements on how nationalism initially 
materialised, scholars generally agree that the nation-state system, and 
the national identity that accompanies it, is still relatively strong (see, for 
example, Marden 1997; Triandafyllidou 1998; Ong 1999). Nationalism 
and national identity have become regarded as ways in which states are 
able to control and manipulate belonging within defined boundaries, 
which are located within and across territorial state borders. Nation-
states are still assumed to form part of the nation-state system which 
migrants and those in diaspora may be seen as challenging or 
transgressing. However, they still inhabit a world of states into which 
nations are messily and often arbitrarily placed. States, therefore, remain 
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important as repositories of governance and legality. States place 
ideological and hegemonic demands on their citizens in terms of 
attachment and belonging in the form of national identity as they attempt 
to mould and unite the ‘nation’ (Kong and Yeoh 1997). Therefore, 
although one could argue that nationalism may be changing, it is not 
necessarily becoming more inclusive or open-ended; there are still 
numerous more closed, exclusive and narrowly defined nationalisms. 
Nationalism, despite its potential for unity, liberation and collectivity, has 
a tendency towards purity and homogeneity, even in the 21st Century.  
Although there is often an assumption that migration and 
globalisation are creating more hybrid, creolised and in-between 
identities, nationalism continues to be an important aspect of people’s 
lives and the state. On the one hand, within host societies, factors such 
as marginalisation and perceptions of Others as threatening can create 
inward-looking tendencies and a need to regain or hold onto cultural, 
national, regional and other forms of place-based purity and attachment. 
On the other hand, those ‘on the move’ themselves may seek to deal 
with potential xenophobia, dislocation and vulnerability by relying on 
more homogenous and purist notions of ethnic, religious, cultural or 
national identity that are often linked to the homeland.  
The main aim of this paper is to illustrate that purity continues to 
be an underlying feature of many constructions of national identity and 
nationalism, despite the rhetoric of multiculturalism, diversity and 
heterogeneity and that as a result, nationalism needs to be radically re-
thought in more inclusive, plural ways. The paper argues for more 
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grounded examples into the complex ways in which nationalism is 
constructed, experienced and perceived on an everyday basis, over time 
and at a variety of interacting scales and spaces. It is important to 
explore how notions of purity, diversity, inclusion and exclusion as well 
as diversity and inclusion underpin belonging and constructions of the 
‘nation’. In particular, there is a need to examine the ways in which 
nationalism can be ‘rescued’, made more meaningful to people and 
include rather than exclude those potentially deemed as Other, such as 
migrants and those in diaspora.  
 
Problematizing nationalism 
The paper is based on understandings of nation and nationalism as 
socially constructed; however, this is at odds with understandings of 
nationalism as primordial or ethno-nationalism (A.D Smith 1999; Cohen 
1999). Yet such theories of ethno-nationalism remain popular, 
particularly amongst those involved in long-distance nationalism and self-
determination. At the same time, one could argue that all conceptions of 
nationalism have, as their basis, a fundamental desire for purity, despite 
the diversity that exists within nations and societies.  Migrants and those 
in diaspora are often seen to contribute to such diversity; yet they are 
sometimes seen as problematic for nation-states trying to create and 
maintain often quite singular notions of national identity as part of the 
national and cultural unification project.  
Nationalism can be more homogenising, purist and potentially 
exclusionary.  For example, Gilroy (1999), Anderson (1999) and Carter 
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(2003) have all warned of the dangers of extreme nationalism and 
absolutism. Violence and oppression associated with more extreme 
forms of nationalism can clearly not simply be relegated to non-Western 
‘others’ (Wimmer and Glick-Schiller 2002, p.307). The tendency for 
nationalism to be both positive and potentially problematic has also been 
highlighted by Said (1990, p.359) whilst referring to the case of 
Palestinians in exile: 
 
Nationalism is an assertion of belonging in and to a place, a 
people, a heritage. It affirms the home created by a community 
of language, culture and customs and by doing so, it fends off 
exile, fights to prevent its ravages…all nationalisms in their early 
stages develop from a condition of estrangement. 
 
Here, Said appears to accept that constructions of nationalism need a 
defined territorial homeland, common culture, language and identity and 
that as a result can become: 
 
‘defensive, xenophobic, politically amenable to the kind of manipulation 
that has produced ethnic and religious conflict as well as partitions of 
multicultural societies into their separate little entities who can snarl at 
eachother across their barbed-wire borders forms of nationalism (Said 
2001, p. 141).   
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Yet, elsewhere Said has stressed the importance of recognizing the 
hybrid and diverse nature of what it means to be Palestinian (Said 1986). 
Said recognizes how nationalism can be exclusive and create us/them 
relationships that can be very difficult to dissipate after the “early stages”. 
This highlights the exclusionary potential of nationalism, but also its 
ability to unite dispersed and fragmented groups, as in the case of 
Palestinians. It also raises the issue of how difficult it can be for some 
theorists to reconcile national, collective identities with more plural, fluid 
cultural identities. However, other theorists such as Papastergiadis 
(2004, p. 82, 85) are unequivocal in their distaste for nationalism:  
 
The singular and uniform construction of identity within the 
boundaries of the nation now seems to be untenable. All cultures 
are plural and identity is never fixed….The history of nation-state 
has always been a constant struggle to attain a sense of unity and 
coherence. The C19th dream that  nation-state should compromise  
single culture with all people cohabiting that space sharing 
common identity has proved to be a (quite literally) bloody 
nightmare. 
 
Although nationalism has been associated with many positive liberation, 
unification and independence movements, it clearly can also be 
exclusive, insular and dangerous, or as Fine (1999, p.154) calls it: “a 
fickle beast”. It is this desire to create states that are somehow ethnically 
‘pure’ that is problematic. Therefore, for all its positive aspects, 
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nationalism is a potentially dangerous phenomenon, one that has is used 
as a tool for ideological control and surveillance, is often viewed in 
negative ways (Chatterjee 2005, p. 238) but is also undergoing 
challenges and changes that need to be explored.  
The nation-state system is one that has been regarded as a 
positive way to control, govern and manage the world order, where 
‘nations are the natural units of society’ (Taylor 1997, p. 197). So, if we 
take a classic definition on nationalism, by Smith (1999, p. 37), we can 
see that autonomy and commonality are important elements: 
 
[nationalism is] an ideological movement for the attainment and 
maintenance of autonomy, unity and identity of a human 
population, some of whose members conceive it to constitute an 
actual or potential ‘nation’. By a ‘nation’, I mean a named human 
population sharing a historical territory, common myths and 
memories, a mass public culture, a single economy and 
common rights and duties for all members. 
 
This commonly used definition of nationalism has public and political 
appeal because of its insistence on homogeneity, stability and history. It 
is becoming increasingly invoked in politicised debates, even in 
supposedly tolerant and multicultural Western states. Such notions of 
nationalism go against ideas that all cultures are mixed in the first place; 
however, conceptions of nationalism that stress ethnic homogeneity 
continue to be privileged to a greater or lesser extent.  Nationalism can 
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create negative Us/Them distinctions and Othering discourses, whereby 
those deemed as different such as migrants and those in diaspora are 
perceived to be in need of incorporation into an imagined homogenised 
nation. As such, the nation is constructed as unified under certain norms 
such as societal behaviour, culture, religion, ethnicity, history and so 
forth (Shapiro 2000).   
To imagine a state as a united whole requires discourses that hold 
together the nation within imagined communities (Anderson 1983), 
through collective memories (Said 2000), ‘invented traditions’ 
(Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983) and banal nationalism (Billig 1995).  A 
‘shared consciousness’ and shared history is perceived as being needed 
in order to unite people and often become remembered as the linear and 
irrefutable truth and disguise the fact that history is relative, subjective 
and open to different interpretations. As a result, certain historical events 
and representations are favoured over others, which may be ignored 
(see, for example, Allan and Thompson 1999, on the time-space of 
national memory and Nuttall and Coetzee 1998). 
However, it is simplistic to assume that people are passive 
recipients of state-imposed and/or elite nationalism; there is agency in 
the process of belonging and feelings of nationalism are dynamic, active 
and may vary depending on factors such as age, gender and class. For 
example, Kong and Yeoh (1997) highlighted that not all Singaporeans 
wholeheartedly accepted the nationalistic rhetoric of the state during 
national day parades and Fenton (2007) has found that young people in 
Britain, whilst still feeling British are often indifferent about their national 
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identity. Therefore, people can and do problematize nationalism within 
their everyday lives even as they operate within its realms. Certainly, 
there are people (who are not migrants or in diaspora) who find the 
homogenizing principles behind some forms of nationalism difficult to 
deal with, especially if it is presented in more extreme, patriotic ways 
(Abell et al 2007). 
Nationalism may sit uneasily in the current talk of globalization, 
migration and cross-border connections as the world is imagined as 
infinitely and intricately intertwined. For example, Papastergiadis (2004) 
feels that globalization has created large strains on the ideal of the 
nation-state. Yet globalization is uneven and identities remain rooted at 
the local, regional and national level for many, despite the power 
relations and complex processes of place-making and cross-border 
connections that exist (Massey 2007).  
 
Migrants, diasporas, national identity and purity 
Migrants and those in diaspora and their cross-border connections have 
been seen as unsettling the perceived homogeneity of the ‘nation’, 
creating identities and cultures that are more ‘in-between’ and complex 
and that are seen as ‘beyond’ the nation. As a result, they are sometimes 
seen as problematic. There are countless historical examples of 
migration being ignored within the nation-building projects of states (see, 
for example, Castles and Miller 2003). Western states are seen as 
accommodating diversity and giving non-citizen migrants increasing 
rights (Varsanyi 2005) but at the same time, have increasingly restrictive 
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immigration policies and border control (Meyers 2003; Cornelius 2005; 
Marfleet 2006; Van Houtum and Pijpers 2007; Winders 2007) and are 
retreating from multiculturalism (Mitchell 2004; Joppke 2004; Vasta 
2007). Although immigration policies are often seen to be created for 
economic reasons, xenophobia by the public and a perceived need to 
control migration flows also have a strong influence on such policies 
(Schuster 2003). There are numerous examples where policies were 
created in order to promote purity and exclude those deemed to be too 
‘different’  - a classic example is Australia’s ‘White Australia’ policy which 
was terminated as recently as 1974 (Hage 2000). In the same way, other 
countries and areas are struggling to create inclusive spaces for 
immigrants because of homogenous constructions of national identity 
which have resulted in xenophobia and racism (Triandafyllidou 1998, 
2000; Calavita 2005; Nyamnjoh 2006; Delanty 2008; Noble and Poynting 
2008). 
The ideal of the nation also has a close relationship with 
prejudice, racism and xenophobia (Balibar 2005). Historically, the 
building up of the nation-state has often coincided with reactionary and 
xenophobic constructions of the Other as for example, barbaric, 
uncivilized, and so forth. Therefore, those who are perceived as not 
belonging often become labeled as ‘too’ different and become seen as a 
threat to an imagined and racialized status quo. At the same time, there 
is the recurring issue of treatment of unskilled and low skilled migrants 
who are often needed for economic purposes but who are not 
necessarily welcomed as part of the nation. There is a similar situation 
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occurring with asylum seekers and those who enter countries as 
undocumented migrants (and often do so because legal channels to 
migrate to the West are becoming increasingly difficult). They are often 
subject to prejudice and stereotyped in negative ways as criminals, for 
example (Hubbard 2005, Grillo 2005; Marfleet 2006). The ‘liberal 
paradox’ (Hollifield (2004) has meant that despite borders becoming 
more open for economic reasons and for highly skilled professionals, 
they are closing for low, unskilled migrants and asylum seekers. 
Migration, therefore can promote patriotic and ultra nationalist 
tendencies in the host country. The fact that everyone (including 
migrants and those in diaspora) has the potential to construct more 
extreme nationalisms and be prejudiced towards others reminds us that 
despite the progress that some countries in the contemporary world have 
made in terms of  tackling exclusion, racism and xenophobia, these 
issues continue to exist (see, for example, Poynting and Mason 2007 on 
Islamophobia). As Grillo (2003, p. 164) stresses “The problem… is not 
difference, but elevating it into an absolute, fundamental, humanity-
defining trait, and using it as justification for the refusal of mixing”. Grillo 
(1998, p. 134, cited in Grillo 2003, p. 167) highlights the continued 
attraction of cultural essentialism and the fact that “in contemporary 
Europe… nationalist, and, yes, racist, versions of a culture continue to 
dominate the popular imaginary”. Such fear of difference and the ability 
to construct identities in very simplistic, purist ways may be at odds with 
the more fluid, malleable notions of identity-in-the-making that many 
cultural theorists such as Hall (1999), Clifford (1997) Gilroy (1999) and 
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Bhabha (1994) have discussed. In the same way, those theorizing 
diasporic and migrant identities often do so in ways that highlight the 
hybridity and transgressive aspects of these identities (see, for example, 
Rapport and Dawson 1998; Yeoh and Huang 2000, p. 415).  
Although important and relevant, such theories may not be able to 
adequately deal with and account for more extreme and purist notions of 
identity even as they may acknowledge that such notions of identity may 
occur. Also, although such work on hybridity and ‘in-between’ identities is 
often inspiring and powerful, life ‘in the margins’ is not necessarily easy 
and must not be romanticized. At the same time, hybridity itself is a 
contested notion, which has been criticized for being theoretical and 
literary rather than realistic and applicable to real people’s lives (Rose 
1995; Mitchell 1997). It has also been critiqued for presupposing purist 
elements that can then be mixed to become hybrid (Hutnyk 2005). Levy 
(2000, p. 7) also stresses that hybrid cultures can themselves lead to 
‘bounded communities’ and exclusion. However, despite this, hybridity 
does offer a way to transgress more purist, essentialist constructions of 
identity.  
Immigration and integration policies that are meant to encourage 
diversity, tolerance and social cohesion are often thinly disguised 
attempts to classify and categorize groups for easy recognition, ‘tick-
boxing’ bureaucracy, and are often contradictory (see, for example, 
Castles 2004; Schuster and Solomos 2004; Flynn 2005; Sales 2005). 
Despite its recognizing and respecting of cultural and religious difference 
(Parekh 2000), multiculturalism as a policy of migrant integration has 
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been seen as problematic for creating group-based rights based on 
narrow definitions of culture potentially creating exclusion rather than 
inclusion and the illusion of equality (see Joppke 2004). Although the 
repercussions of multicultural policies in the UK remain contested, social 
cohesion, immigration and cross-cultural relations are seen as 
problematic and politicized issues for Western governments; in short, the 
increasing difference, pluralism and diversity that inevitably exists is 
often imagined as something to be feared and constrained and is seen to 
be in need of management to ensure effective governance and 
integration of minorities. At the same time, however, integration 
strategies may rest upon constructions of national and ethnic purity. 
Condor (2006), for example, highlights how the UK Labour party has had 
contradictory constructions of ethnic nationalism and she points out that 
they are more Anglocentric in their conceptions of British identity than 
they might realize. For her, their multicultural rhetoric, far from moving 
them away from this centrism, has increased their tendency to create 
ethno-nationalism based on narrow perceptions of what it means to be 
British despite espousing the rhetoric of pluralism.  
To use another example, the US government has had an 
important role in ‘designing’ the ‘melting pot’ and has repeatedly 
illustrated its desire for immigrant exclusion as well as assimilation, 
highlighting the continued role that the state plays in controlling 
immigration (Zohlberg 2006). The Western state’s need to control and 
classify such difference has led it to accept difference insofar as it does 
not interfere with the goals of the state. Although one might argue that a 
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focus on the ideals of national community and identity is necessary for 
stable governance, Levy (2000) argues that diversity needs to be 
accepted as a reality of life rather than a goal to be implemented by state 
policy.  
Despite the fact that Western democracies need to be seen to be 
inclusive, open-minded, and tolerant of their diverse populations, history 
continuously illustrates that this is easier said than done. Academics 
such as Parekh (2000), Amin (2002), Massey (2007), Grillo (2007), 
Vertovec (2007a), Fortier (2007) and Wise (2010) have all discussed the 
realities of dealing with diversity in a tolerant society in which difference 
is not just a euphemism for political correctness and in which there is no 
ideal solution to living with diversity. Amin (2002), for example, has 
argued that ethnicity is a mobile and incomplete process, and so he 
stresses the importance of going against current ethnic stereotypes. He 
emphasizes the very real cultural dynamism of minority ethnic (and 
white) communities as well as the micropolitics of everyday contact 
between people and the importance of placing people from different 
backgrounds in new settings where engagement with strangers in a 
common activity disrupts easy labelling of the stranger as enemy and 
initiates new attachments. He calls these moments of cultural 
destabilisation, which he believes offer individuals the chance to break 
out of fixed relations and fixed notions, and through this, to learn to 
become different through new patterns of social interaction, which may 
upset old hierarchies and preconceptions.  
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Theories of migrant integration, particularly in the US, have 
stressed the importance of assimilation whereby migrants would 
somehow shed homeland identities and loyalties and become part of 
their new host society in an all encompassing sense; however, these 
have been critiqued in a variety of contexts (see, for example, Silberman 
et al 2007; Haddad and Balz 2006; Portes et al 2005; Ellis and Almgren 
2009; Duprez 2009). At the same time, it is worth pointing out that most 
government policies on immigrant settlement and incorporation stress 
integration or assimilation as an endpoint and certainly for many Western 
governments, management of migration is seen as important (Spencer 
2005).  
The UK government has been keen to make migrants integrate 
by, for example, bringing in the citizenship test and by stressing the 
discourses of social cohesion and community (see Cantle 2001; Delanty 
2003; Hudson et al 2007; Cheong et al 2007; Crowley and Hickman 
2008). Social cohesion and community are contested notions, and are 
ones that are vague as well as sometimes ineffective. They imagine 
homogenous communities in which differences are subsumed into 
stereotypes of Us and Them; for cohesion to work, it is assumed that 
there must be integration of those who are visibly different but some 
have seen this as a difficult and contested matter. Although Britain is not 
seen as having ‘ghettoes’ or segregation (Phillips 2006; Peach 2009), 
there are continuing debates on the realities of integration and the 
settlement of migrants. For example, Abbas (2007), Valins (2000) and 
Phillips (2006) have commented on the realities of integration and so 
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called ‘self-segregation’ in the UK whereby members of minority groups 
can ‘retreat to their communities’ in order to deal with hostility and to rely 
upon ‘class and ethnic community resources’ (Abbas 2007 p 290). 
Integration of migrants is therefore a contested notion which 
stresses the need for migrants and those in diaspora to adapt to the host 
society and while it is not as extreme as the notion of assimilation, it 
assumes that we can define what migrants are integrating into, which 
raises questions about the definitions of national identity and culture. 
National identity, as a supposedly unifying force, can often be 
problematic for those who may have complex feelings of belonging. Yet, 
it can become something that immigrants can relate to and negotiate as 
part of multiple, fluid identities although this can be a difficult process, 
especially as transnational connections increase (see, for example, 
Dwyer 1999; Hussein and Bagguley 2005). In the same way, the host 
population can construct national identities and nationalism in inclusive, 
rather than exclusive ways.   
Therefore, it is important to analyse what nationalism constitutes 
for those in diaspora on an everyday basis and how it may be perceived 
in positive, negative and problematic ways. National identity is clearly of 
interest to migrant and diasporic groups for different reasons across a 
variety of contexts and scales. For example, Waldinger (2007) has 
explored how migrants in Los Angeles ’naturalise’ and become nationals. 
In the US, the edited collection by Massey (2008) highlights the different 
ways in which immigrants are shaping the geographies of America and 
the continuing ambivalence with which immigrants are treated. There are 
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examples of inclusion, exclusion, marginalization, antipathy and adaption 
but the editors feel that on the whole, there is a broad acceptance of 
immigrants. Likewise, Citrin et al (2007) in their study on Mexican 
Americanization, found that Mexicans have come to feel more American 
through the generations. Nagel and Staeheli (2005) have also discussed 
how Arabs in the US and the UK have tried negotiated belonging and 
integration and as a result, their efforts are directed at the local and 
national scales as well as the transnational scales (see also Nagel 
2002).  
More recent notions of migration have focused on 
transnationalism and the increasing tendency for migrants to have 
transnational economic, social, cultural and political connections with 
their country of origin (Guarnizo and Smith 1998; Glick-Schiller et al 
1999; Kivisto 2001; Vertovec 2004). Such transnational connections 
have raised governmental concerns about competing political loyalties 
and the ability of such migrants to integrate; however, research suggests 
that transnational migrants can and do negotiate complex, boundary 
crossing cultural and political identities and practices, which do not 
necessarily make national belonging problematic (see, for example, 
Portes et al 2008 and Pantoja 2005 on political participation of 
immigrants in the US).  
If the notion of transnationalism is deconstructed, we come to 
realise that is based firmly within the realm of nation-states, hence, the 
idea of crossing or transgressing state boundaries or borders. It still very 
much sees the world as divided up into nation-states with their 
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associated cultural and national identities, or as Wimmer and Glick 
Schiller (2002, p. 324) put it: ‘transnationalism studies…reproduces the 
standard image of a world divided into nations and thus naturalizes this 
vision of the world in new forms’. The problem with transnational 
approaches and their bias towards the nation-state is perhaps their 
inability to examine how contemporary movements (metaphorically and 
physically) may be changing the nature of the state and of nationalism.  
Diaspora is seen differently by scholars, some of whom do not 
see it as synonymous with transnationalism and some who do (Tölölyan 
1991). Kastoryano (2007), for example, feels that transnational 
nationalism and diaspora nationalism are different in that diasporas unite 
around myths of nation and homeland whereas transnational migrants 
negotiate nationalism in more diverse and dynamic ways. However, 
others have argued that diasporic identities negotiated as in-between 
pose a challenge to the nation-state. Nationalism is conceived and 
practiced in different ways and although diasporas are traditionally seen 
as creating myths of a national homeland which unite them in exile, the 
reality is that there are many different definitions and uses of the notion 
of diaspora (Brubaker 2005). However, it is useful to highlight two distinct 
ways that diaspora has been theorized by scholars. On the one hand, 
diasporas are seen as distinct ethnic/religious/cultural groups and are 
traced from their original homeland to locations around the world (Sheffer 
1999). They are perceived to be a united group, connected on the basis 
of identity and links to the homeland. On the other hand, the notion of 
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diaspora has also become synonymous with syncretism, in-between-
ness and an antidote to the homogenization of nationalism. 
Braziel and Mannur (2007, p. 7) stress that: ‘diaspora forces us to 
rethink the rubrics of nation and nationalism, while reconfiguring the 
relations of citizens and nation-states’. Diaspora can, therefore, be seen 
as playing an important role in current re-thinkings of nationalism 
because it actively challenges notions of purity within nation-states, at 
least at a theoretical level. However, Soysal (2000, p. 2) notes that ‘the 
dominant conceptualizations of diaspora presumptively accept the 
formation of tightly bounded communities and solidarities (on the basis of 
common cultural and ethnic references) between places of origin and 
arrival’. Wimmer and Glick Schiller (2002, p. 324) also stress the 
importance of considering the relationships between diaspora and 
nation-state building as well as the need for more critical analysis of 
diasporic groups. 
Although studies of migrants and those in diaspora have focused 
on long-distance nationalism (Anderson 1998; Skrbis 1999; Glick Schiller 
and Fouron 2001), more research is needed to explore the ways in 
which diasporas and migrants construct collective identities and 
potentially self-essentializing or homogenizing nationalisms through the 
processes of re-territorialization; these need to be analyzed together with 
notions of hybridity and fluidity. As Brubaker (2005, p. 10) stresses, 
‘discussions of diaspora are often informed by a strikingly idealist, 
teleological understanding of the nation-state, which is seen as the 
unfolding of an idea of nationalizing and homogenizing of the 
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population’. This needs to be addressed in work on both diaspora and 
migration. We need to be aware of the ways in which migrants and those 
in diaspora use such nationalist rhetoric to serve political purposes and 
analyze the ways in which migrants negotiate loyalties to multiple 
nationalisms in flexible and strategic ways (Ong 1999). This does not 
mean, however, that all conceptions of nationalism are extreme or 
exclusive and certainly nationalism is a complex notion that is situated, 
relational (Armstrong 1998, p. 2-3) and dynamic over time and space. 
This is an important point to make because it highlights the active nature 
of nationalism as a social construction; as a result it can be 
conceptualized as strategic, manipulative and ideological, as well as 
unifying and empowering.  
It must also be remembered that individuals can belong to more 
than one group and can have multiple and fluid identities. However, 
certain identities may become more important at certain moments in 
time. For example, if a person feels threatened, or feels that their history 
is being erased, they may look to the past to try and re-create an 
‘authentic’ ethnic identity to hold onto and which they might feel helps 
define who they are. It is perhaps unsurprising that the notion of ethnicity 
can become very meaningful to those in diaspora because it can become 
perceived as a way to belong and feel distinctive; however, as 
Radhakrishnan (2007, p. 120) asks: ‘how is ethnic identity related to 
national identity? Is this relationship hierarchically structured such that 
“national” is supposed to subsume and transcend ethic identity, or does 
this relationship produce a hyphenated identity?’ This is a difficult 
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question to answer but it is one that often comes to the fore if people 
move, or are categorized according to ethnicity. Ethnicity then becomes 
a marker of identity, which can have positive and negative 
repercussions. As Radhakrishnan (2007: 127) goes on to note: ‘the 
rhetoric of authenticity tends to degenerate into essentialism’. This 
highlights the dangers associated with searches for pure mythical pasts, 
roots and homelands, which many in diaspora seek to do. Anthias (1998) 
has also made the point that notions of diaspora do not automatically 
transgress notions of ethnicity because they rely on notions of ethnicity 
and origin in the homeland.  
Migration often creates tangible changes to places and societies. 
This can be perceived positively; unfortunately others resort to purist 
thoughts of unity, homogeneity and exclusion in order to construct 
nations, spaces and places in static, idealized and romanticized ways. 
Immigration both accentuates difference and galvanizes a variety of 
ways to deal with difference and change. Within dynamic conceptions of 
national identity and nationalism as socially constructed, perceptions of 
migrants and those in diaspora can potentially become more open-ended 
and inclusive. 
 
The future of nationalism in diverse societies: ‘rescuing 
nationalism’? 
This paper has raised many issues in relation to nationalism, migration 
and diaspora. It has highlighted the potentially problematic nature of 
nationalism and has stressed the need to consider the relationships 
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between nationalism and purity as well as the double-edged nature of 
nationalism. As Bulmer and Solomos (2009, p. 590) also stress: “it is 
important that research and scholarship on these issues address the 
question of what explains the continuing role of nationalism as a source 
of mobilization and political identity formation”.  
There is a need, therefore, to research how and why nationalism 
changes over time and space within places that continue to count 
(Kivisto 2001) and how real people are involved in the process.  At the 
same time, we need to consider the power relations that occur as 
constructions of long-distance nationalism continue to be created, 
manipulated and promoted by those in positions of power using 
networks such as the internet (Parham 2004; Bernal 2006; Eriksen 
2007) as evidence suggests diasporic and transnational nationalisms 
continue to exist in virtual communities.  
Nationalism is continuously re-created and performed through 
banal everyday acts and imagined communities in which the nation is 
made meaningful and diverse. Therefore, nationalism can be theorized 
as both ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’. It is this latter idea and the ways in 
interacts with the former that requires more research. Questions remain 
as to how in a globalizing world, nationalism continues to be important to 
everyday lives and identities and how, in the process, people can 
become included and excluded. To go beyond the ‘dualisms’ of 
nationalism requires research that unravels the often messy and 
ambivalent nature of nationalism, especially in relation to migration. 
Questions still remain around the lived realities and power relations of 
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everyday nationalism and how and in what material ways, nationalism is 
constructed, enacted, performed, and experienced and who it is that is 
involved in its dispersal and promotion in historical and contemporary 
times (Jones and Fowler 2007; McCrone and Bechhofer 2008). What is 
also needed, therefore, is more research into meanings, spaces and 
repercussions of nationalism, at different scales, from the local to the 
supra-national (Thompson 2001; Boyle 2001) to explain and explore 
what Pryke (2003) has called ‘micro-nationalism’ and the ways in which 
top-down and bottom-up nationalisms interact and cross-cut. 
It may therefore be important to re-imagine the notion of 
nationalism in more inclusive and flexible ways that allow diverse 
populations to feel as though they belong. However, the challenge for 
governments is how to encourage such nations without resorting to 
simplistic notions of the nation and us/them relationships. At the same 
time, how do governments respond to the needs of particular groups 
without the ability to label and categorize them somehow? The appeal of 
ethnicity is its classification of people and group relationships (Eriksen 
2002) and as Levy (2000) stresses, cultural or ethnic identities, despite 
their dynamic and constructed nature, are a very real part of 
contemporary life. In the myriad complexity of a country, with many 
different dynamic identities, grounded in a variety of places, how do we 
create hospitable spaces that are inclusive, welcoming and that do not 
resort to easy and simplistic stereotyping of difference?  
Tensions and differences within nations need to be negotiated 
and managed in such ways that do not accentuate us/them relationships 
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and do not promote narrow-minded understandings of identity and 
difference. As a result, migrants, those in diaspora and those who feel 
marginalized, excluded, vulnerable and ignored in society can have their 
needs met without resorting to violence, conflict and potentially extreme 
identities and loyalties to places and movements beyond or in opposition 
to the state. Countries deal with their populations in different ways but 
the promotion of more purist notions of national and ethnic identity and 
the construction of immigrants ‘flooding’ in by the government and 
certain sections of the popular media is problematic (Gale, 2004; 
Greenslade 2005; de Haas 2008).  
Migrants and those in diaspora are not a challenge to states, but 
an integral and important aspect of many of them. Reactionary and 
extreme measures to ‘protect national security’ have become more 
commonplace as strategic, manipulative, romanticized and historical 
myths of the ‘national’ are encouraged. This can create fear of the Other, 
racism and prejudice despite the many steps that have been made to 
combat irrational fear of difference. Vertovec (2007b, p. 966) has pointed 
out that:  
 
…neighbourhoods need to be accepted as the spatially open, 
culturally heterogeneous, and socially variegated spaces that 
they are, not imagined as future cohesive or integrated 
communities. 
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This is an important point to make as it stresses the need for more 
research on grounded everyday interactions into (mis)communication, 
alienation and the lack of cross-cultural respect and understanding that 
continues to exist despite numerous Western government attempts to 
educate its citizens in diversity. It seems that nationalism is still being 
perhaps inadvertently constructed in purist ways as the state tries to 
carve out its ideal national citizen. One could argue therefore that 
nationalism needs to be ‘rescued’ from its homogenizing and purist 
tendencies by an insistence on its plurality and multiplicity. Therefore, 
rather than dismissing nationalism, there is the potential to make it as 
meaningful, inclusive, broad and open-ended as possible.  
Finding out how national identities are negotiated within and 
across boundaries can shed light on how nationalism is changing and 
what it means to people in the 21st Century as there are increasingly 
more complex ways to belong. Detailed research on the daily 
materialities of nationalism as well as state discourses on nationalism at 
different scales and in different spaces and places will hopefully allow a 
more nuanced understanding of the continued importance, dynamicism 
and flexibility of nationalism. However, even if nationalism can be 
‘rescued’, its purist tendencies will always be lurking in the background. 
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